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wealth as survived the exactions of the tax gatherers fled from
the cities to the villas.

At the root of the disorder was the moral vacuum created by
the disrepute into which all the varieties of pagan belief had
fallen. The old gods had lost their magic and the secret and
mysterious cults which came in from the east were disintegrating
in the effect on public and private morality, The high pagan
virtues of courage, patriotism, and family piety which shine
through the poetry of Virgil and so exalt it that Virgil became
almost a Christian classic in the Middle Ages, could not
ultimately survive the loss of all faith in a supernatural order or
in a destiny stretching beyond the grave. A great effort was
made under the Pannonian Emperor Decius to revive emperor
worship, to provide a foundation and inspiration for the morale
of the imperial armies, and it was this which led to the last but
one of the great persecutions of Christians throughout the
empire in A.D. 250. The final persecution was the most severe
of all, launched in the reign of the great Emperor Diocletian
under the inspiration of the neo-platonic philosophers who
hoped to restore at the point'of the sword the intellectual and
moral authority of the Hellenistic culture and to make the
religion of all sensible men the inspiration of a reformed empire.
This attempt also failed. Hellenistic philosophy might console
a handful of the citizens but it could not rebuild the city. The
empire needed the inspiration of a common faith which could
speak intelligibly to the common man. That faith, in the
circumstances of those days, could only be Christianity and this
fact was recognized by the Emperor Constantine.

From the pagan empire the western world learnt the art and
the purpose of government, the application of the rule of law
to the preservation of the rights of free men living in ordered
and mutually dependent societies. The Christian empire
revealed to mankind, albeit imperfectly, a more subtle secret,
how men and women, all equal before God and all sharing a
common destiny, could at one and the same time be free moral
agents and loyal citizens of a secular society.

It was too late to save the political framework of the western
empire. The reformed empire perished ultimately at the
hands of a bureaucracy which strangled the economy at the